Darkening of third molar roots on panoramic radiographs: is it really predominantly thinning of the lingual cortex?
This study investigated the exact intra-alveolar aetiology of a panoramic high-risk sign, darkening of the third molar roots. 83 mandibular third molar surgical removals demonstrating dark bands on the third molar roots in preoperative radiographs were included in this prospective study. Exposure of the inferior alveolar nerve (IAN), the root morphology of the third molar (e.g. groove or hook) and the integrity of the mandibular canal or lingual cortical wall were observed. Differences between single (increased radiolucency alone) and multiple darkening cases (increased radiolucency with accompanying 'high risk' signs) and between IAN exposure and groove formation were analysed. In 38 cases (45.8%), the IAN was visible during the operation. Groove was present in 37.4% of cases. 26.5% of the cases showed lingual cortical thinning, while specious root conformation explained the formation of darkening on the radiographic images of an additional 9.6% of the cases. IAN exposure (P<0.001) and groove formation (P<0.001) were significantly more frequent in multiple darkening cases than in single darkening cases. According to these findings, darkening of the third molar roots is more often the result of fenestration of the inferior alveolar canal wall or groove formation of the root than lingual cortical thinning.